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A Brazilian judge sentenced a rancher convicted of ordering the murder of US-born nun and rainforest defender Dorothy Stang on May 15. The judge handed a 30-year sentence to Vitalmiro Bastos
de Moura when he was found guilty of planning the shooting of 73-year-old Stang on Feb. 12, 2005,
along a muddy stretch of road deep in the rain forest (see NotiSur, 2005-02-25).
Some press outlets and human rights organizations regarded the sentence as significant in a case
seen as an important test of justice in the largely lawless Amazon region, where many similar
murders have gone unpunished. Maximum sentence Judge Raymond Moises Alves Flexa sentenced
Moura to 30 years in prison, the maximum sentence, saying Moura "showed a violent personality
unsuited to living in society."
The judge added that the "killing was carried out in a violent and cowardly manner." Stang's
brother David, who flew to Brazil for the trial, trembled and cried after the verdict.
"Justice was done," he said, adding that he now believed another rancher accused of ordering the
killing may be convicted when he goes to trial later this year. The conviction came even though three
other men convicted in connection with the killing the shooter, his accomplice, and a go-between
recanted earlier testimony that the rancher had offered them 50,000 reais (US$25,000) to kill the nun.
Moura is one of two ranchers accused of ordering Stang's killing in a conflict about land he wanted
to log and develop but she was trying to protect. In court, Moura, 36, denied ordering the killing, and
his lawyer mounted a lengthy anti-US tirade in his closing argument in an attempt to win freedom
for his client.
Wearing a black shirt and jeans, Moura defiantly told prosecutors he learned of the killing only
after the killers fled to his ranch. He said he told them to leave and did not call police because doing
so would only bring him trouble. Moura also said he fled for 45 days shortly after Stang's death
because police gave him no chance to explain himself without being arrested.

Recantation by accomplices does not save Moura
All three men previously convicted in connection with the killing recanted their earlier testimony
that the rancher had offered them money to kill the nun. "This thing about money isn't true. This
thing about me and Bida talking isn't true," said Clodoaldo Carlos Batista, referring to Moura by his
nickname, during a May 14 court session.
Batista, who was sentenced to 17 years in prison as an accomplice to gunman Rayfran Neves Sales,
claimed he had been coerced into implicating Moura by two American FBI agents who traveled to
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Brazil shortly after the murder to monitor the police investigation. Both Batista and Sales, who was
sentenced to 27 years in prison, claimed the agents threatened to send them to the US, where they
could face the death penalty, if they did not cooperate.
Brazil does not have the death penalty and the most a convicted person can serve at a single stretch
is 30 years. US Embassy spokesman Richard Mei said that Brazil does not allow the extradition of its
citizens to other countries for crimes committed in Brazil. "Our FBI folks are very familiar with that
law," he said.
During the May 14 proceedings, lawyers for Moura accused Stang of inciting poor Brazilians
to invade private property and of distributing firearms to settlers. "The charges against her are
absurd," responded Stang's brother David. "Her reputation is sterling. When she was alive, they
tried to call her a gunrunner, a witch, and that's why they killed her, because they couldn't make
those charges stick." "I had no participation in this whatsoever," Moura, told the judge in his
opening statement, adding that he did not even know Stang, who had been organizing poor settlers
around the jungle town of Anapu for the last 23 years of her life.
Prosecutors and Stang's supporters said they had expected the convicted men to recant. "They have
already been convicted so they have nothing to lose. I believe they made a deal with the defendant,
but I don't think the jury will buy it because it's obviously a setup," said Jose Batista Afonso, a
lawyer for the Catholic Church's Comissao Pastoral da Terra who worked as an assistant to the
prosecution.

Blow against impunity, say rights groups
Stang, a naturalized Brazilian originally from Dayton, Ohio, helped build schools and was among
the activists who have tried to defend the rights of impoverished and often exploited farmers
drawn to the Amazon region. She also attempted to halt the rampant jungle clearing by loggers and
ranchers that has already ripped away some 20% of the forest cover.
Human rights defenders said the trial was a key measure of whether the powerful planners behind
land-related killings can be held accountable in the Amazon state of Para. In the past 30 years,
1,237 rural workers, union leaders, and activists have been killed in Brazilian land disputes, say
human rights groups. Of those killings, 772 took place in Para, and only four alleged "mandantes,"
or intellectual authors, have stood trial. All four were convicted, but none is behind bars.
Darci Frigo of the nongovernmental organization (NGO) Terra de Direitos said, "I consider the
decision to be historic. It barely creates a crack in the wall of impunity and violence in the state of
Para, but it opens up a light to really end the process of violent occupation of the Amazon. This case
is emblematic of the problems facing the Amazon region."
Shortly after Stang's killing, President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva ordered the army into the region,
suspended logging permits, and ordered large swathes of rain forest off-limits to development (see
NotiSur, 2007-01-19). The case drew international attention and comparisons to the 1988 killing of
the environmental activist Chico Mendes (see NotiSur, 1993-02-23, 1996-08-02). Brazil has one of the
world's widest gaps between rich and poor, with 3.5% of landowners holding 56% of the arable land,
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and the poorest 40% owning just 1%. Given that police and judges usually do the bidding of the rich
and powerful, those inequalities have proven explosive.

Pope avoids mentioning Stang during Brazil visit
Stang's death played a role in Pope Benedict XVI's visit to Brazil when the German-born pope
refused to mention her name. The Los Angeles Times reported that the Stang family was
disappointed that the pope did not mentioned Stang during his Brazil visit, which ended May 13.
"The pope didn't recognize the miracle of Dorothy's life, but the people of Anapu sure did," said
Thomas Stang, a teacher from Los Angeles. "For me, Dorothy was a shepherd, and these people
were her flock."
Stang was associated with a progressive sector of the Catholic Church, sometimes called liberation
theology, which Benedict, before he became pope, tried hard to stamp out (see SourceMex,
2005-04-27). The Stangs and several nuns of the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur, the slain nun's
order, were mobbed by the Amazonian farmers as they descended the stairs of the courthouse and
crossed the street into the plaza after the decision.
An electric guitar played Ritchie Valens' La Bamba as a celebration erupted in the square,
provisionally named after Stang and filled with posters bearing her likeness. A tropical downpour
did not douse the exhilaration. Elizabeth Bowyer, Stang's friend for over 50 years, said the sentence
against the rancher should awaken "a new consciousness about working with the poor."
She added, "The congregation of the Sisters of Notre Dame was created to educate the poor. In the
case of Sister Dorothy, education and sustainable development were her priorities. She opened
several schools in the interior of the Amazon and worked hard for the cultivation of the forest. She
also worked with campesinos to create cooperatives that would permit them to grow sustainable
crops."
"There will always be those who criticize Sister Dorothy's work and her search for justice," Bowyer
said. "But I believe that is a reaction by people who fear the economic implications of that work. I
can't read the critics' minds, but I think they have many hidden interests."

-- End --
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